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need for more funding for the forest 
service in the light of the increasing 
burden imposed by fires.
Established in 1905, the US Forest 
Service was created to ensure the 
sustainability of the timber industry, 
protect important watersheds, 
and provide recreation areas for 
an increasingly urbanized public. 
Together the national forests comprise 
an area approximately the size of 
Texas. As one might imagine, the 
service must somehow balance two 
conflicting objectives — exploitation 
of resources and conservation. 
This conflict is borne out in 
legal challenges brought forth 
by conservation groups bent on 
preventing any further deforestation 
and destruction of habitat. To 
address this issue, Secretary Vilsack 
emphasized the need to encourage 
all ‘stakeholders’ to come together 
for the purpose of finding some 
common ground. In this way, both 
interested parties can agree up 
front on which forest areas will, for 
example, be protected from further 
road development and which will be 
designated for timber harvesting.
The recent agreement between the 
timber industry and environmentalists 
concerning the management of 
Colville National Forest in the state of 
Washington was cited as an important 
example of the potential to avoid 
legal challenges and, indeed, no such 
challenges related to this project have 
been levied for the past five years. 
Speaking in general terms, the 
secretary also mentioned an interest 
in using the forests’ resources for 
biofuel production. In addition to the 
current contracts with the timber 
industry, the sale of feedstocks for 
biofuel could theoretically be used 
to pay for ongoing restoration efforts 
(creating habitats, decommissioning 
roads, etc.) and seems to play into 
the Obama administration’s over-
arching goal for America to become 
less dependent on foreign oil. As yet, 
however, it is unclear whether there 
will be a market for these alternative 
feedstocks because the technology 
to convert them to biofuel, on an 
industrial scale at least, is unproven.
And some are sceptical that the 
national forests are compatible with 
large-scale feedstock production. 
Chris Somerville, Professor of 
Alternative Energy and Director of 
the Energy Biosciences Institute at 
University of California at Berkeley, for 
one, has his doubts, saying, “…there 
are problems with using the materials 
because the terrain is difficult and 
it is not feasible to make the capital 
investments for processing facilities 
if feedstock supply is irregular. So I 
doubt that much will happen with the 
federal forests.” Somerville, however, 
did mention that forests on private 
lands may be a viable option. For now, 
it seems that existing timber contracts 
will be a key revenue stream for the 
forest service. The secretary himself 
seemed to concede this, saying that 
“without a robust forest industry that 
includes traditional markets and these 
new markets, like biomass energy, it 
will be much more difficult and much, 
much more expensive to improve the 
health of our forests.”
It’s important not to lose sight of 
the fact that, while huge by most 
comparisons, the US national 
forest system is actually quite small 
compared to total forest area and 
resembles a seemingly unimpressive 
splatter of ink when superimposed 
on a map of the contiguous states. In 
truth, the national forests constitute 
only 20 percent of forests in total, with 
the remaining lands owned by states 
and private parties. This vast expanse 
of wilderness is exposed to the risk 
of deforestation and development. It 
is thus somewhat re-assuring that, in 
addition to the other goals outlined, 
Secretary Vilsack placed a strong 
emphasis on the need to collaborate 
with private landowners to ensure 
that forests outside the realm of the 
forest service are protected as well. 
Again, perhaps not surprising in these 
early days, the secretary spoke only in 
general terms, so we are left wondering 
what meat will be put on these bones.
If previous efforts are any indicator, 
collaboration will mean the continuing 
implementation of stewardship 
programs that proved financial 
incentives, such as tax subsidies and 
cost-sharing, aimed at encouraging 
the preservation of forests that harbor 
critical watersheds and habitat. But,  
as the smoke still lingers over California, 
we are left wondering whether the 
National Forest Service will have the 
wherewithal to realize these  
ambitious goals.September marks the maximum of the 
Arctic ice melt which becomes more 
striking each year as researchers 
believe climate change becomes more 
marked. Observers have reported that 
ice has been melting from the Sermilik 
fjord, which lies on the edge of the 
Greenland ice sheet that stretches 
more than 2,000 kilometres inland, at 
an unprecedented rate. 
Researchers believe the Greenland 
ice sheet is uniquely vulnerable as it 
lies much further from the pole than 
key Antarctic ice sheets. The southern 
end of the Greenland ice sheet is 
at the same latitude as Iceland and 
northern Britain and also warmed by 
the Gulf Stream.
Driven by the loss of ice, Arctic 
temperatures are warming more 
quickly than other parts of the  
world – last autumn air temperatures 
in the Arctic were 5°C above normal.
The melting has been recorded by 
researchers for 30 years. Researchers 
Melting ice is increasing opportunities 
for local people. Nigel Williams 
reports. 
Arctic honey pot estimate the annual net loss of ice is between 300 and 400 gigatonnes.
And this month an historic voyage 
took place: two ships navigated the 
north-east passage from Korea to 
Europe by crossing the Bering Sea 
into the Arctic Ocean and down from 
Scandinavia. 
The commercial voyage has never 
been previously accomplished and 
marks a shorter route between the 
Pacific and the Atlantic than the usual 
southern route through the Indian 
Ocean and the Suez Canal. The route 
shortens the traditional route by more 
than 4,000 nautical miles.
The voyage of the two vessels, 
however, was not easy. Both ships 
were designed to cope with ice-strewn 
waters, although not actually icebreakers 
themselves. They were accompanied by 
at least one Russian icebreaker through 
the whole of the trip. Russian officials 
are now hoping the feat will result in an 
‘Arctic rush’ with the northern sea route 
becoming a viable summer competitor 
to the southern Suez and Panama  
Canal routes.
And in Greenland, increasing ice 
melting is extending the shipping 
season and revealing new oil and 
mineral reserves. Fishing catches are 
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Traditional (West) German politics in 
the post-war era was very easy to 
understand. There were the Social 
Democrats (SPD) on the left, the 
Christian Democrats (CDU/CSU) on 
the right, and the much less numerous 
Free Democrats (FDP) in the middle. 
Typically, neither of the larger parties 
had an outright majority, so the 
small FDP effectively decided who 
could govern by choosing a coalition 
partner, a model sometimes described 
as a tail wagging the dog. 
With the rise of the Green Party 
in the 1980s (later merged with the 
GDR opposition’s Bündnis90) and 
the emergence of the Left Party 
(Die Linke) from a merger of the 
East German PDS and a breakaway 
group from the SPD, the old dog-
wagging order has given way to a new 
uncertainty, where arithmetic alone 
predicts that many more combinations 
should be possible, although there 
are still some taboos surrounding the 
Left Party and possible combinations 
involving green and conservative 
partners. 
After the 2005 election, the larger 
parties wriggled their way out of 
the necessity of forming a coalition 
involving either two smaller partners, 
or even the unloved leftists, by 
hitching up together to form the grand 
coalition headed by chancellor Angela 
Merkel. The trouble with that is, of 
course, that the smaller parties find 
it easier to gain profile against such 
a middle of the road marriage of the 
giants, so in this year’s election the 
votes are likely to be spread even 
more widely than in the previous one, 
and the political outcome will be even 
more unpredictable. 
Just to add to the confusion, 
the Pirate Party, inspired by the 
eponymous Swedish organisation, 
has gained increasing amounts 
of attention and a respectable 
nationwide result at the recent 
European elections. Their main 
issues are the changes brought about 
The general elections in Germany 
have been more open than ever, with 
five main parties likely to be in the new 
Bundestag. So what are their policies 
for science, and the environment? 
Michael Gross reports.
Uncertainty 
principlesincreasing with greater access and  
fish migrating north from warming 
seas further south. Numbers of 
cod, herring, haddock and halibut 
caught are growing. And increasing 
possibilities for agriculture are causing 
some local people to consider whether 
they could become independent from 
Denmark and generate enough local 
funds to be economically viable.
But these local gains come 
at a global price. Melanie 
Duchin, expedition leader on the 
Greenpeace vessel Arctic Sunrise 
says that the new north-east Arctic 
shipping route is not a cause for 
celebration but for immediate 
action. And the thaw in Greenland is 
causing some international concern.
The implications of cargo vessels 
using the north-east passage in 
summer puts greater pressure 
on world leaders to agree major 
emission cuts at the Copenhagen 
meeting in December, says Duchin. 
Balancing local versus global 
concerns is becoming ever more 
challenging.
New sights: Communities in Greenland are seeing new possibilities in the face of increasingly 
melting ice. (Photo: Yadid Levy/Alamy.)
